War, The Army and Victorian Literature
Britain was engaged in between 1815 and 1914; all other military campaigns were in colonial possessions or countries, such as China and the Sudan, where Britain was defending its overseas interests. With the exception of the final Boer War, all of these military engagements were relatively small-scale affairs. They were also very one-sided; the army could uphold the reputation won for it by Wellington at Waterloo by fighting enemies far worse equipped than itself. The Indian Mutiny, however, was distinctive in a number of ways. It would be possible to discuss specific points, such as the fact that the enemy in this case was not a totally alien force but regular troops trained by the British, but what I want to consider is something more nebulous in the area of the ways in which the mutiny contributed to a new Victorian image of the army and to a changing sense of national identity. The proximity of the Crimean War and the Indian Mutiny is significant here; just as success in the Napoleonic Wars compensated for the blow to national selfconfidence created by the loss of the American colonies in the American War of Independence, the Indian Mutiny offered the public an impression of the army that moved on from the sense of aristocratic incompetence that was so damaging in the Crimea. In the Crimean War, men from the Wellington era still set the tone; in the Indian Mutiny, a new image of the army and the country started to develop.
It could be argued, however, that the Mutiny on its own did not change anything, that it merely confirmed changes that were already taking place, while some things did not change at all. But, if one accepts Linda Colley's claim that Britain has 'a culture that is used to fighting and has largely defined itself through fighting', we should be able to see that Britain's sense of national identity was given a fresh emphasis by this conflict.
5 It helped that the dispute was easy to visualise: the defence of a beleaguered town offered the Victorian public a clear picture of both a community and a community of values under attack. In addition, Christians were being threatened by non-Christians; the resources that enabled the British to win were, inevitably, seen as uniquely Christian. Indeed, what one sees in responses to the Mutiny-or, at least, in some responses -is the putting together of a particular mixture of religion, politics and patriotism that comes to be seen as distinctively Victorian. The clearest form this takes is 'Christian militarism', a concept that assumes increasing importance as the period continues, and which in this conflict is embodied in the person of
